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It has been truly said that the Great Church is 'one of the
mightiest creations in all architecture', a statement the truth
of which is clearly shown by a close study of this famous
monument. The impression given by the exterior is, it is
true, by no means striking; a sixth-century Byzantine build-
ing, with its bare walls of brick, always presents a somewhat
poor and monotonous aspect from without. But before
entering the basilica, when one has crossed the space
formerly occupied by the great atrium, surrounded by
porticoes, and the narthex which opens into the church by
nine doors, the effect produced by the interior is in truth
incomparable. A vast rectangle, 77 metres by 71-70 in area,
forms a broad nave flanked by aisles with galleries above them
which pass over the narthex and extend all round the church.
At a height of 55 metres from the ground this central nave is
crowned by an enormous dome, 31 metres across, which
rests upon four great arches supported by four massive piers.
Whereas the arches on the north and south sides of the nave
are filled by solid walls pierced with windows and carried on
two tiers of pillars, those on the east and west are buttressed
by two semi-domes, each of which in its turn is supported by
two great semicircular niches and in this way strength and
balance are given to this astonishing central dome. An apse,
projects from the middle of the hemicycle which is covered
by the eastern semi-dome; exedrae^ embellished with columns,
together with the arcades on the right and left serve to
connect the nave with the aisles. But what most impresses
the beholder is the dome—henceforth a characteristic
feature of Byzantine architecture—which has truly been
described by a sixth-century writer as *a work at once
marvellous and terrifying', seeming, so light and airy it was,
'rather to hang by a golden chain from heaven than to be
supported on solid masonry'.
There was doubtless nothing new in such a plan. St.
Sophia is related to the type of building, familiar in Asia
Minor since the fifth century, known as the domed basilica.
But, in virtue of its great size, harmony of line, boldness of
conception, and constructive skill, it appears none the less as
a true creation—'a marvel of stability, daring, fearless logic,
and science', as Choisy puts it. When on the day of its

